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The first day of school
is @ moment charged
with anticipation,
anxiety, and immense
opportunity. For
students, it is a fresh
start. For teachers, it is
the most consequential
period of the entire
academic year. Few
educational resources

have shaped the
conversation around
this pivotal time as
profoundly as The
First Days of School:
How to Be an
Effective Teacher by
Harry K. Wong and
Rosemary T. Wong.
This seminal text, often
simply referred to as
"The First Days of
School Wong" by
educators, is not
merely a book; it is a
comprehensive guide,
a philosophical

framework, and a
practical playbook for
establishing a

classroom environment
where learning can
flourish. Its core
premise is simple yet
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revolutionary: the
secret to student
achievement lies not in
charismatic personality
or subject mastery
alone, but in the
proactive, systematic
preparation of the
teacher during the first
few days of school.

Understanding and
implementing the
principles from The
First Days Of School
Wong is the difference
between a year spent
managing chaos and a
year spent facilitating
growth. This article
delves deep into the
core concepts of this
educational classic,
exploring why its
message remains as
vital today as when it
was first published,
and providing a
practical roadmap for
any educator looking to
master the art of the
effective start.

THE FOUNDATION
OF
EFFECTIVENESS:
PROCEDURES, NOT
DISCIPLINE

Perhaps the most
transformative idea
presented by the

Wongs S the
distinction between
discipline and

procedures. Many new
teachers enter the
classroom believing
their primary challenge
is discipline—how to
handle misbehavior.
The Wongs argue that
this is a reactive and
often ineffective
approach. Instead,
they champion the
power of procedures
and routines.

Why
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Procedur

es Matter
More

Than

Rules

A procedure is simply a
method for doing
something. It answers
the question, "How do
we do this in our
classroom?" It is not a
rule that punishes a
student, but a process
that guides them. The
Wongs emphasize that
a well-managed
classroom is not one
that is silent and still,
but one that is
organized and efficient.
When a student knows
exactly what to do
when they enter the
room, how to turn in
homework, what to do

when they finish a test

early, or how to
transition between
activities, the

classroom runs like a
well-oiled machine.

This eliminates the
vast majority of
behavioral issues,
which often stem from
confusion, boredom, or
uncertainty. By
investing time in
teaching procedures,
the teacher builds a
culture of predictability
and safety. Students
feel secure when they
know the expectations,
and this security allows
them to take
intellectual risks.

Teaching
Procedur
es Like a



Coach

One of the most
actionable pieces of
advice from The First
Days Of School
Wong is to teach
procedures with the
same diligence a coach
teaches a play. You do
not simply post a list of
expectations on the
wall and hope for the
best. You explain the
procedure,

demonstrate it, and
then have students
rehearse it until it
becomes automatic.
This "explain,
demonstrate, rehease,
and reinforce" cycle is
the bedrock of an
effective classroom.
The Wongs famously
suggest that teachers
should spend the
entire first week of
school teaching
routines and
procedures. This might

seem like a delay in
"getting to the
curriculum," but in
reality, it is the most
significant investment
in curriculum delivery
you will make all year.

THE THREE
CHARACTERISTICS
OF AN EFFECTIVE
TEACHER

The Wongs posit that
all effective teachers
share three core
characteristics: they
are good classroom
managers, they
design lessons for
mastery, and they
have positive
expectations for
student success. This

tripartite model
provides a clear
framework for

professional growth.
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Classroo

Managem

ent: The

Essential
Entry

Point

According to the
Wongs, classroom
management is the
most critical skill for a
teacher. Without it,
nothing else matters.
Effective classroom
management is not
about authoritarian
control; it is about
consistency, clarity,
and organization. It is
the art of creating an
environment where
students can work

independently and
collaboratively with
minimal disruption. The
tool for achieving this

is the relentless
teaching of
procedures. An

effective manager is
proactive, not reactive.
They anticipate
problems and structure
the environment to
prevent them.

Lesson
Mastery:
The
Pursuit of
Clarity

Once the environment
is stable, the teacher
must focus on
instruction. The Wongs
are strong advocates
for learning
objectives and



student

engagement. They
argue that every
lesson should have a
clear objective that is
communicated to the
students at the
beginning of the class.
This objective answers
the question, "What
will I be able to do at
the end of this lesson
that | cannot do now?"

This clarity, often
called "I Can"
statements in modern
classrooms, gives
purpose to the
learning.

Furthermore, the

Wongs emphasize the
importance of checking
for understanding
throughout the lesson,
not just at the end.
This involves using
formative assessments
and active participation
strategies to ensure
that every student is
engaged and learning,
not just passively

listening. The goal is
mastery for all
students, which
requires the teacher to
constantly monitor and
adjust their instruction.

Positive
Expectati
ons: The
Power of
Belief

The third characteristic
is perhaps the most
profound. The Wongs
assert that the
teacher's expectations
for their students have
a direct impact on
student achievement.
If you believe your
students are capable of
learning, they will rise
to meet that
expectation. If you
believe some students
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are "hopeless," they
will likely fulfill that
prophecy. This is not
about being naively
optimistic; it is about
being relentlessly
committed to the
success of every child.
An effective teacher
communicates this
belief through their
actions—giving

students challenging
work, providing
necessary support, and
never accepting "I
can't" as an excuse.

A PRACTICAL
GUIDE FOR THE
FIRST DAYS

So, what does a
teacher actually do
during those critical
first days? The First
Days Of School
Wong is incredibly
specific about this. The
goal is to establish
routines, build a sense
of community, and
communicate high

expectations from the
moment the students
walk through the door.

What to
Do Before
the
Students
Arrive

The Wongs are
adamant that
preparation is the key
to success. Before the
first day, a teacher
must have their
classroom ready. This
includes:

e Arranging the
physical
environment:
Desks should be
arranged to
facilitate
instruction and
minimize traffic



jams. The room
should be
welcoming and
organized.
Preparing the
syllabus and
opening day
materials:
Students should
receive a clear
document
outlining the
procedures,
grading policies,
and the course
overview.
Planning the
first minute of
the day: The
first five minutes
set the tone. The
Wongs suggest
having an
assignment on
the board, a "do
now" or "bell
ringer," that
students begin
working on
immediately.

What to
Do on the
First Day

The first day is not for
a lecture on the
syllabus. It is for
beginning the process
of teaching
procedures.

1. Greet students
at the door:
This sets a
welcoming and
professional
tone.

2. Start with the
"do now"
activity: This
gets students
working
immediately and
establishes the
expectation that
learning begins
the moment they
enter.

3. Introduce
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yourself and
the course:
Share your
passion and your
high
expectations.

4. Teach the first
procedure: How
to get the
teacher's
attention, how to
begin the "do
now," or how to
transition to the
next activity.
Practice it with
the class.

5. End with a
clear routine:
Teach a
procedure for the
end of class,
such as cleaning
up the area and
reviewing what
was learned.

The

Critical
Second
Day

A common mistake is
to do a great job on
day one and then
relax. The Wongs
stress that day two is
equally important. You
must continue to
rehearse and reinforce
the procedures
introduced on the first
day. The goal is
automaticity. If a
student has to stop
and think about what
to do, you haven't
taught the procedure
thoroughly enough.
The first week should
be a steady diet of
practicing routines:
how to hand in papers,
how to work in groups,
how to get supplies,
and what to do when
the bell rings.



OVERCOMING
COMMON
MISCONCEPTIONS

The philosophy of The
First Days Of School
Wong is sometimes
misunderstood. Critics
might argue it is too
rigid or stifles student
creativity. However,
this misses the
fundamental point.
Structure is not the
enemy of creativity; it
is its enabler. Think of
a jazz musician: their
ability to improvise
brilliantly is built on a
deep, intuitive
understanding of
musical theory and
scales. The same is
true in the classroom.

Structure
Enables

10

Freedom

When students have
mastered the routines
of the classroom, they
operate on "autopilot"
for the administrative
aspects of the day.
This frees up their
cognitive energy and
attention for the
complex, creative, and
critical thinking tasks
of the actual lesson. A
chaotic classroom is
the greatest enemy of

deep learning. By
investing in
procedures, the

teacher is actually
creating the conditions
for intellectual
freedom. The Wongs'
model provides a safe
container within which
exploration can occur.

The
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as a
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Teacher

Professio

nal

The Wongs argue for a
highly professionalized
view of teaching. They
reject the idea that
teaching is purely an
art or a natural talent.
Instead, they present it
as a craft that can be
learned and refined
through study and
practice. The First
Days Of School
Wong is essentially a
handbook for this craft.
It empowers teachers
by giving them a
concrete, research-
based set of tools. It
moves the profession
away from "winging it"
and toward intentional,
strategic action.
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CONCLUSION: THE
ENDURING LEGACY
OF THE WONGS

In a world of constant
educational fads and
shifting technology, the
core message of The
First Days Of School
Wong remains a
bedrock of sanity. It
reminds us that the
most powerful
educational technology
in the room is the
teacher. It teaches us
that the most
important variable in
student success is not
the curriculum, the
building, or the
technology, but the
quality of the teacher's
preparation and their
ability to create a
structured, predictable,
and high-expectations
environment.

For newly qualified
teachers, this book is a
lifeline. For veteran
educators, it is a



powerful reminder of
the fundamentals. By
focusing on procedures
over punishment,
clarity over confusion,
and positive
expectations over low
standards, the Wongs
have provided a
blueprint not just for
surviving the first days
of school, but for
thriving throughout the
entire year. The legacy
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of Harry and Rosemary
Wong is that they gave
teachers the tools to
become the effective,
confident, and inspiring

professionals that
every student
deserves. The first

days of school are not
a hurdle to be cleared;
they are the foundation
on which a year of
meaningful learning is
built.
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